It was a cold February evening in Edmonton. My daughter and I pulled up to the old Westmount Mall movie theatre entrance. This was the location of Smallcon 2018, the winter event held by LARGE (the Live Action Role-Players' Guild of Edmonton). As the name implies, it is the smaller of the group's two annual events, the other being LARGEcon, which is held in the sum mer. We were about to play a one-off live action role-play (LARP) called Broken Covenant, written by Tyler B. and set in the fic tional post-apocalyptic town of Covenant. I had a character sheet for a Doom-Sayer in my pocket. Doom-Sayers are a secret soci ety endowed with the ability to draw on the ambient radiation of the wasteland to perform what appear to be magical feats. My daughter was cast as my daughter in the game, suffering from an unknown ailment. My primary goal was to seek help in Covenant to cure her. My secret goal was to quietly locate other DoomSayers to solicit their help in discovering the cause and ridding the wasteland of a scourge that was afflicting the area.
LARGE rented the space at Westmount Mall for Smallcon for a "ridiculously low amount of money" (Conway), secured in surance, charged a small fee to participate, and had waivers drawn up for the participants to sign beforehand. Before the game began, all the new players (like myself ) were instructed on the rules of the game. These included no touching without explicit consent and making a specific gesture (hand over the heart with two fingers pointed) to ask a question out of character.
The citizens of Covenant-including the Mayor, the Doctor, and the Barkeep-were led into the space first. Various groups from nearby settlements were then allowed in at staggered inter vals. These small groups had been forced to come to Covenant for a variety of reasons, such as seeking refuge from raiders, securing provisions and medicine, and running from a plague. When my daughter and I entered, the set immediately made me feel like I was in a location of a Fallout video game-there were tents, metal barrels, cobbled-together fencing, and other refuse one might ex pect to see scrounged and gathered in a post-apocalyptic settle ment. I was uncertain as to what to do for the first few minutes. I saw other people standing around talking to each other. Noth ing seemed to be happening, at first. Improvisation is not in my comfort zone, and I was initially trepidatious about what I had got myself into. However, after a few minutes, I started talking to people, and things quickly progressed. By the end of the evening, I had spent all seven of the plot tokens I had accumulated to cre ate a huge electromagnetic pulse (EMP) blast that disabled a robot army surrounding the town. With the robot army out of commis sion, Covenant's small military task force was able to sneak out and defeat the attacking general and his remaining forces. It was very satisfying.
Media portrayals of LARPing tend to focus on what are known as boffer LARPs, involving large foam weapons, small thrown sand packets for spells, and camping in the forest in full elf costume for entire weekends. That type of LARP is done by groups like Underworld, which has chapters all across Canada. Boffer LARPs tend to involve ongoing stories with several events each season (mostly during the summer months) and have detailed rules/game systems-much like traditional tabletop games-to decide the outcomes of specific activities and combat. This article focuses on a different strand of more rules-light/character-heavy LARPing that groups like LARGE do, specifically in Edmon ton and Saskatoon. Compared to other forms of gaming-like tabletop games, video games, or improvised theatre-there is a comparative lack of scholarly research on LARP. as a theatre scholar playing/performing within these rules-based improvisations. This article focuses on the LARPing community in Edmonton and the relationship between LARPing and the con cepts of improvisation, immersion, and consent.
The origin of LARGE LARGE came about roughly three years ago. One of the found ing members, Adam Conway, explained that LARGE is the 'child' of SLARP (the Saskatoon Live Action Role-Play convention)-an event that until recently had been running for years. According to him, a "whole bunch of people" from Regina and Saskatoon moved to Edmonton, and one former SLARP member decided to organize a convention in Edmonton-the first LARGEcon. Con way was brought on board with four other festival organizers (three of whom made up the initial LARGE board) and helped run the first iteration, which he notes was "very successful." This success led the group to establish both LARGEcon and Smallcon as recurring events. Conway remained on the board until this past January.
During our interview, Conway traced his LARPing experi ence to a games convention in 1992 set up by the fantasy gamers' club of the University of Alberta. The convention had only one short fantasy LARP, but the organizers were able to recruit par ticipants from that single LARP to join other events. For about two years, the fantasy gamers' club LARP was the only one in Edmonton. Then, as Conway recalls, "all of a sudden Vampire Masquerade [a popular tabletop role-playing-game published in the early 1990s that was well suited to LARP] hit, and it was just massive; it was huge, and there were like eight games a month run ning with thirty to seventy players. It was just crazy. . . . twenty-six years [ago] , lord, I have been doing this a long time."
Of all my interview subjects, Conway was the only one not originally from Saskatchewan. Deb Hanlan is a current board member for LARGE and started LARPing in Saskatoon at univer sity in the 1990s. Elizabeth Doucet started LARPing with the Live Action Role-Playing Society (LRPS) in Saskatoon in high school and university before relocating to Edmonton, where she worked as an actor professionally for ten years, performing in interactive mysteries, murder mysteries, and "almost entirely improvised comedy" events at various site-specific locations around the city. Tyler B. still lives in Saskatoon but has been brought to Edmonton several times by LARGE to stage events and be a storyteller. He created the Frozen Crucible LARP at the first LARGEcon and Broken Covenant last January. Ryan States is not a member of LARGE, though he staged a highly successful one-shot LARP for them last year that was a mash-up of Trailer Park Boys and H. P. Lovecraft. He tends to create and run long-term LARPs that can span years. Like Hanlan, States started LARPing in Saskatoon. Back in the early 1990s, States notes he was "was semi-goth, and vampires were my life-blood." So, when he heard there was a Vam pire: The Masquerade live action, he had to try it. He recounts doi:10.3138/ctr.178.006 ctr 178 spring 2019
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that his "first impression was I had never seen so many nerds in a room together trying so hard to look cool and being entirely suc cessful at it." States feels most people's entry into LARP is through vampire [Vampire: The Masquerade] or, more recently, through big boffer LARPs (like Underworld) that are very immersive: "[T]hey will spend whole weekends in character, it's amazing."
LARPing does feel like a long-form improvisation, but with an important difference: The focus is not on you, specifically, to carry the scene, but it is collectively created and upheld through a communal bond 'Yes, but'
States, with a background in amateur theatre productions in Sas katoon, dinner theatre, improv, and, until recently, corporate event parties with the Clown Cartel in Edmonton, says, "LARP is great training for improv in disguise. I'd say the main difference is that in improv, the rule is always 'yes, and'-in LARP your rule is 'yes, but.'" States's concept of "improv in disguise" resonates strongly for me. LARPing does feel like a long-form improvisation, but with an important difference: The focus is not on you, specifically, to carry the scene, but it is collectively created and upheld through a communal bond formed from both the fictional premise and the rules system. Every one of my five interview subjects spoke about shared realities, emotional connections, and non-evasive rules systems. Coming from a performance studies background, I recognize they are also concerned with the concepts of immersion, agency, and affect. LARGE can be seen as a collection of likeminded people all seeking a shared immersive experience achieved through game rules and improvisation for their own enjoyment, without the pressure of it being a traditional performance.
A major difference between LARP and other forms of theatre is the relationship between the performance and the audience. In LARP, there is no audience, and, as States notes in the epigraph, no one is privy to the full story. Tyler B. states, "When you LARP, there is no such thing as an audience, there are only participants. You can participate passively by watching-that's okay-but by being there you have to be participating in the story."
During our interview, States explained the difference between improvised theatre and the type of improvisation found in LARP. He says, "Improv scenes only have to last a couple minutes; when you are trying to craft an ongoing narrative, 'yes, but' is really interesting. You don't know what is going to happen, so you say 'yes, but'-then you think about the consequences there are going to be afterwards." Tyler B. uses the specific mechanic of the plot tokens in Broken Covenant as a tangible example of what he refers to as the "rule of yes." I understand Tyler B.'s "rule of yes" as being in tune with the improvisational theatre idea of 'yes, and . . .' in that the input of the players is accepted and incorporated into the story no matter what. Only here, in LARP, instead of 'and' there is the added nuance of States's 'but'-in that the consequences of the actions are also considered and explored in depth. It is improv, but the focus is not only on spontaneous choice but also on the skill of following through with decisions and actions collectively.
The 'but' is not to block a choice but is a prompt to embellish and expand on the outcomes of that choice-the 'yes.' It is then the responsibility of the Storyteller(s) to incorporate those choices and keep the game on track. Tyler B. explains that, in Broken Demystifying Live Action Role-Play (LARP) | FEATURES Covenant, the plot tokens physically represented the "rule of yes" and allowed the player to "contribute to the game environment at all times." In this game, he was seeking a way to avoid block ing the improvisation with rules and interrupting the flow of the story being created: "I think one of the primary ways one derives enjoyment when they LARP is seeing the effect their own actions will have on the game world. . . . [W] hen you can get it such that that feedback loop is happening with as few things standing in the way as possible, that's when it becomes more than just the sum of its parts." Expanding this idea, Conway offers a useful parallel be tween LARP and travelling: "I have never been here before. I don't know how anything works. I don't know what is going to happen next, but I am going to enjoy that experience-and in a character it gives you a bit of a constraint around how you can react." For Conway, the thrill of LARP is twofold: As a participant, he is able to explore choices freely within the parameters of the character and the premise, and he is witness to multiple performances hap pening within this long-form improvisation from the inside. His travel metaphor is particularly applicable as placing yourself in an unfamiliar location and culture forces you to both observe and adapt on the fly.
Immersion
The concept of immersion is multifaceted in that it is often used to describe how complete or convincing the visual, aural, and tactile cues given to a player are in an immersive environment, but it can also mean how emotionally invested or carried away by the story and character the player allows herself to be. Doucet says she defines "immersion as being emotionally and mentally com mitted to your character, role, and the story as a whole. Once it feels like something fully fleshed out and three-dimensional, it is easy to find yourself drawn in." During our interview, States also articulated two sides of immersion: the immediate sensual cues supporting the shared reality of the premise and the emotional investment. He says:
I know some players . . . will really develop the character by going through and finding the costume items or bring[ing] the exact cigarette lighter that they think they would have, finding the costume, finding the rest of it.
[For] other people, it is much more of an internal process. I think the more immersive you can make the LARPing experience, the better it is for everyone. The 'immersivity,' if that is a word, doesn't necessarily need to be based in costume-it is a dedication to being in character as much as you possibly can all the time during the event.
The shared reality of the situations, framed by the story premise and supported by the costumes, the props, the sets (if any), and, most important, the performances of the characters-sometimes over long periods of time-creates the experience of immersion for the players. In my own experience, even when I was not ac tively pursuing an action, but merely observing, I was still part of the fiction that everyone around me was maintaining. My pres ence within the space included me within the reality. There was no outside the magic circle-I could momentarily use a hand signal to ask a question out of character, but the game continued, and I was still within it. What is more, the performance energy I felt contributed to my character's behaviour and was read by the others as belonging to my character, which, in turn, inspired my decisions and other people's reactions to me.
My awareness of the duality of my presence as both the player and the character within the LARP is not unique. States reveals that LARPers have a term for that blurring of the two and articulated it this way during our interview:
There is something about being there in the moment interacting with people in real space that lends a kind-of dynamic level to the experience, and sometimes that's really great in terms of role-playing. There's a term we use in LARP a lot, it's called 'bleed,' which is that degree in which the character's emotions begin to influence your own-and that can be tricky for people to navigate for the first time, navigating those differences between your character's feelings and your feelings when you are right there in the middle and completely immersed.
When asked about her most powerful LARP experiences, Doucet went immediately to times when she was most emotionally engaged and personally deeply affected. Below is her description of a LARP she played several years ago called Broken Wings:
That was one, I think, of the best role-playing experiences [I] have [had] where at some point in the game [I] end up bursting into hysterical tears because [I] don't know what else to do. It's just that experience of emoting. . . . My favourite experiences have been playing the absolutely pathetic downtrodden characters that you can just embody so much in your emotion that you feel you are that person-though they are suffering. It's just a fascinating concept because it isn't real, so you know it isn't real, but you can explore this deep emotional experience without actually being harmed in any way. Doucet knows the situation isn't real but has found spaces where she can explore difficult situations and emotions safely. Perhaps owing to her years of experience and familiarity with the community she plays with, she considers LARP a safe space to explore some challenging emotional situations. States indicates that LARPers may experience emotional "bleed" between their character's feelings and their own, and how it may be challenging to negotiate, especially for those new to LARP. The flip side to being physically and emotionally immersed in a shared reality is knowing where the fiction ends and reality starts. This is about knowing what the boundaries are and issues of consent.
Consent
At my first LARP, all the new players were taken aside, and we were explicitly told what to expect, what was expected of us regarding character interactions both physically and verbally, and what the rules of the game were. Specifically, we were told that physical interaction was not expected, and must be explicitly consented to verbally, and that any unwanted attention would be dealt with immediately. I remarked to Hanlan during our interview that I have participated in many theatre workshops and seldom have they been so rigorous and clear on when it was okay to touch and how to go about asking. According to Hanlan, consent is key. the player feels personally safe allows the possibility to explore sometimes aggressive and conniving fictional characters like gang sters, mercenaries, and manipulators. At small LARPs like these, I have witnessed some participants welcome spirited interaction, while others were standoffish or would only deal with intense interaction for a short period before exiting to another room. Per sonal differences in play style and engagement were normal and accepted without judgment. The familiarity I witnessed was built over time with a core group of players. Hanlan describes the differ ence between LARPing with a small, intimate group as opposed to in a larger convention setting with new players this way: "There's an interesting thing between role-playing between people you are really comfortable with and people you don't know so well. There's a completely different emotional depth. . . . It's that whole psych ology dynamic where you add a new person to the mix, it changes the dynamic, right?" To create a space where participants are en couraged to commit to their characters emotionally, they must feel safe and willing to make themselves vulnerable. Having a rules system is one level of establishing a shared expectation regarding interaction. Boffer LARPs with the large foam weapons often rely heavily on complicated rules systems that strictly control player interactions, but in LARP settings where rules are downplayed in favour of story and character, specific guidelines regarding touch and harassment are especially required. Groups that have played together for a long time, sometimes years, will likely have wellestablished boundaries, and new players are brought in by invita tion and guided as to what is appropriate. New games with many new players require the rules of game etiquette to be explicitly set out prior to starting. Whether a rigorous rules system is in place or not, consent is key to the formation of the magic circle of the LARP setting. When everyone is committed to creating the shared reality of the LARP, that is when the collectively created communal experience is most rewarding. The goal of LARPing is to create a space in which everyone has the possibility of contributing. One of the appeals to LARPing, for me, is that it is not a competitive form of play but instead a forum where I personally challenge myself to contribute productively to the shared experience. States-as someone who has spent many years perfecting his craft of staging LARPs-described to me during our interview what keeps him invested in the activity: "With LARP, I have seventeen or eighteen people on an average game, [and] I have literally no idea what is going to happen by the end of the night whatsoever because everybody will do something bananas. And that's real ly exciting."
LARP is both a performance and a game, and, at the same time, neither. Regarding performance, all the participants perform their roles, but sometimes only for their own benefit. The story is realized through performance, but no individual person is privy to everything unfolding within the narrative. There is no standard of a good or bad performance, only levels of commitment decided by the performers themselves. Regarding the ludic elements of LARP, there are rules in place, but they are in service of the story. The rules are not designed to encourage the players to compete but, instead, to collectively create. The 'game' has no winner or indica tion of how it will end at its outset. Instead, "winning the game is everyone having fun" (Tyler B.). 
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